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ABSTRACT
HOW TO START A CONSULTING BUSINESS
SHERIDAN LEWIS-RARDIN
8120120t5

Action Research (ML 588) Project
An initial question in the minds of budding entrepreneurs is howto start a successful business;
the answer to this question is a vital stepping stone to getting to the next level where other
questions about operational strategies, sustainability, competitive advantage and profitability are
even considered. Many different opinions may exist, depending on the type of business

involved, the source of the recommendation based upon the recommenders experience and
knowledge and their interpretation of the question posed. The primary pu{pose of this paper
was to explore what other researchers surrnised as the best starting points for building a

successful consulting business in particular, as differentiated from other types of entrepreneurial

endeavors. I sought to gather insights on the big picture as well as gain an understanding of the
risks involved. In addition, a secondary putpose of this paper was to provide applicable
knowledge gained to the creation of

a

personal action plan for possibly moving forward within

the near term of 3 to 5 years. Several questions addressing (a) my motivation for considering

this directional change in career; (b) examining whether or not I truly had a valuable service to
offer; (c) understanding current and near term needs of potential clients within my industry; (d)
the impact of going it alone - on myself and family; and (e) whether or not the timing was right

to consider self-employment were investigated through the use thorough self-reflection, insight
gained from research materials and conversations with others who know and understand me as

well

as

my industry.
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Introduction
Overview
I have always had an entrepreneurial spirit ever since I can remember. At the age of
twelve, I owned a thriving business, in my Caribbean island home selling tropical fish to
neighbors and friends. The idea began with a drive past a local landfill (dump), when as I gazed
out of the car windowto the landfill speckled by large white plastic containers, I began to see

opportunity instead of discarded interiors of refrigerators. My mother refused to stop the car,
but I remained undeterred. I started riding around neighborhoods looking for old refrigerators
in back yards. I guess I was a "picker" without having any understanding of what that meant at
the time. Whenever, I found a discard, I politelyknocked on the door of the home-owner (it was

still possible to do that without any fear even though I was unaccompanied) and asked them for
permission to strip out the interior plastic liner from their discarded refrigerator. For transport, I

tied the liner to my bike with a sturdy length of rope and simply dragged it behind me as I rode
to my home. Naturally, there were always holes or tears in the liner, but duct tape and molded
asphalt (which was readily available on my island) were proven to be reliable

fixes. Looking

back now, I still recall my mother's dismay athaving a sizable portion of her back yard taken
over by two neat rows of 6 refrigerator liners filled with water and baby tropical fish. I could

not afford to purchase larger fish so I purchased baby spawn from hatcheries, fed and developed
them to larger sizes and sold them for a healthy profit.

My resourcefulness began to be developed at that time, when customers asked for
Siamese fighting fish (Betta Splendens), I realized that they could not be raised in community

ponds (my attractive name for refrigerator liners) so I developed my wood working skills to

build makeshift shelving up against the side of our home to house jars of individual fighters

-
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my mother was not amused. Pretty soon, however, she realized that I no longer asked her for an
allowance and that I was actually saving and reinvesting money into my business which

ultimately grew to include the sale of specialty ice-creams on our back steps every Sunday
afternoon for the neighborhood children and miscellaneous produce from my garden for their

parents. As a compromise, for sullying the landscape with my ugly ponds, I separated the
ponds, with the help of friends, into pods of two and planted neat beds of vegetables in between
them. My friends were gaining a steady interest in my backyard shenanigans, and they were
always available to lend a hand (effective networking that was accidental at best).

I can still recall the satisfaction that I derived from making my own money while I
learned how to rear and eventually breed topical fish; build structures with my hands and grow
vegetables from seeds.

I loved

the processes of developing other living beings and creating

things from raw materials using ingenuity and innovation. Today, these attributes have become
part of my personal brand. A recent layoff from an organization where I spent just under I I
years has prompted me to take advantage of my transition time to ponder other opportunities

where I might become my best self by recapturing the essence of doing the kind of work that
nourished

*y

soul.

At the beginning of this soul-searching process, I have found it necessary to brainstorm
what might be needed to establish a foundation for developing the right marketing campaign
and business collateral needed in order to be a consultant. First, I intend to revisit my personal

brand and professional competencies, next I will grow my network to learn from others and

possibly expand my professional areas of interest, then I will seek to identify my value
proposition and the end results I might seek to achieve for potential clients. Lr order to create
and build any

tlpe of business, experience dictates the need to plan accordingly for

the business

HOW TO START A CONSULTING BUSINESS
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operations, self-marketing and the eventual closing of sales to clients/customers. I would think
that effective communication through print and web-based materials would be essential as well
as

word-of-mouth recommendations. Feedback from others and support from those closest to

me would also be critical as well as being financially prepared to build a sustaining business

over time. All the aforementioned are my thoughts and I am eager to gather the opinions
others who have spent significant time researching

of

the various components of the requirements

necessary to start and build a consulting business. There are of course risks, since many

consulting businesses fail for a variety of reasons which I will touch on later in this paper.

Methodology
First I reread the syllabus, class notes and the outline for this assignment until I felt
confident about my understanding of the expectations. Next, I read the recommended chapters
in Doing Action Research in Your own Organization (Coghlan and Brannick) followed by
several

initial database searches at Augsburg's library

as

I wanted to get a sense of what was

available. I reviewed Action Research papers by former MAL students and I read chapters
and 8 from Ridley's The Literature Review

- A Step by Step Guidefor

3

Studenfs. Armed with the

knowledge of knowing where to find information within select databases, I expanded my search
to other sources.

I reviewed the materials available through the Right Management Groupl, a consulting
firm that specializes in assisting displaced workers in finding new roles. I purchased the books
Operations Management (Stevenson), Interpersonal Communication- Everyday Encounters by

(Wood) and Women in Leadership (Kellerman and Rhode) in the hope of finding meaningful
nuggets in each. I reviewedBait and Switch(Ehrenreich), as I am indeedpart of a large number
1

Right Management classes were offered by external consultants who did not always share their materials therefore all references to content shared from that organization are based on my recollection of class content

and personal notes.

I
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of white-collar unemployed; Leadershipfrom the Inside Out (Cashman) because there are some
great templates in there for personal branding; Good is not Enough (Wyche) because I want to

better understand his unwritten rules for minority professionals and finally Leadership: Theory
and Practice (It{orthouse) in order to begin my search on finding applicable leadership theories.

A combination of printed hard-copies

and digital organization methods were used and

I

tried to put materials in order around the key components of starting a consulting business. My
goal was to determine what other researchers had to say about the desired components

of

starting a consulting business. However, it was a bit odd that most of the research materials

found are dated to almost20 years ago. In light of the MBO partners report in 2014, where they
outlined the growth of workers seeking alternate career paths, I expected to find more recent

information. Naturally, since we live in a world where change is so rapid, I will draw on only
the content that still resonates in the 21't century and also use my own professional experience

to create a meaningful plan of action that would work for me.

I intend to use the strategic theory of leadership as the basis for planning and moving
forward to realize my vision of being a consultant when I eventually decide to stop working
directly within the confines of select organizations as a paid employee; Gill shared that

"Without strategies, vision is a dream" (201l, p.200). I know where I am today, following the
layoff, and although I found other gainful employment within two months of being displaced, I
also know where I want to be in future years. There are now and most likely

will always

be

many consultants and would-be consultants in the marketplace at that time; so in order for me to
be successful through effective differentiation and branding, I need to have a plan: as outlined

by Gill (2011) - a carefully crafted roadmap formy journey, where goals and objectives,
coordinated efforts, resources and capabilities and realistic timing are all informed by

*y

core
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values and aligned with the competitive environment. Naturally, there is no assumption that a

rigid plan created today in 2015 will be applicable in its entirety in future years. Strategic
planning is a process that I would need to evolve in response to changing market conditions.

My initial strategic plan will therefore focus on understanding the
business and those requirements

steps necessary to

build

a

will become my framework for building knowledge and

developing my resources and capabilities for future use. I certainly believe, that like all
businesses, consulting firms need to adapt to clients needs within their organizational constructs
as

well as changing market conditions; therefore, the ability to maintain dynamic capabilities

through the use of effective knowledge and resource management skills is required. Werbach

(2009), shared that "There are a number of different models for how companies form their
strategy, but most strategic processes boil down to the following sequences of steps: Discover

... Define ... Plan ... Execute ... Measure" (p. 29). Werbach (2009) further indicates that this
fype of strategic process can be considered traditional since established businesses need to
strategize at a much faster rate in today's environment, but for my purposes the established
method will work. This paper will not include interviews or surveys because what works now
may not be applicable then.

Moving forward with the use of the strategic theory of leadership to create my
progressive action plan following my research aligns with my I Opt' leadership results which

identified my personal strategic style as Relational Innovator (RI)

- mission oriented;

charismatic approach; general directions and minimal detail; readily delegates; a low tolerance

for routine and Reactive Stimulator (RS)

2

- shift from ideas to action;

increased intervention;

I Opt assessments were developed by the Organizational Effectiveness lnstitute in the U.S. A. lt stands for lnput
Output Processing Template and it measures your preference of thinking (how your brain processes information)
and acting (as a result of the processing style), both of which influences your behavior. lOpt is not a personality

test
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more demanding; move from exploration to implementation; acting with a quickened pace.
These primary and secondary strategic style tendencies certainly align with starting my own

consulting business. ln terms of RI, I know exactly what I want to accomplish, although I
consider myself a bit more of an introvert, I will network effectively to build a support base and
becoming a consultant would provide the ability to give directions and delegate as needed while

working for different organizations will mitigate the risk of things becoming too routine. In
terms of RS, once I have a clear understandirrg of each client's needs, I will generate ideas for
solutions, interact with those within each organization who can implement the vision and I

will

certainly have to move quickly in order to have multiple clients within the same time-frame.

Augsburg College Ubrarl
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Literature Review
This literature review will first share, at a high level, what researchers have found about
those who seek alternative paths to personal and professional development. Gone are the days

when workers in general were willing to put their economic destinies entirely into the hands

of

others or all in one basket. Even though everyone does not have the desire, ingenuity and

support to start their own business, entrepreneurs are sprouting up in higher percentages across

all types of industries. Many people have full time traditional jobs, yet they still venture down
the part of what has been described as being "solopreneurs" or "side-giggers"

(I\GO partners,

2014). According to the 2014 State of Independence in America Report, 18 million
solopreneurs worked at least l5 hours per week outside of regular work, while another 12

million side-giggers worked additional hours of less than
These freelancers contributed more than

$ 1.

15 hours per week on a regular basis.

I trillion in revenue to the economy in 2014. It does

not matter whether the independent workers are consultants, contractors, self-employed,
freelance or temporary workers, they tend to want elements of the same things

- control,

flexibility, autonomy and lastly income (the money plays a lesser role for solopreneurs than it
does for side-giggers). Independents also run the gamut of industry, demographics and gender
and although participation is pretty even for millennials, generation Xers and baby boomers,

there still remain ahealthypercentage of mature adults (l4%),like me, who are similarly
engaged (MBO Partners, Z0l4).

Next, this literature review focused on research associated with consulting in particular,
and I sought to find points of view on what might be the components necessary to start and

build a successful business. Based upon my professional experience to date, I would imagine
that there needs to be quite a bit of self-reflection in order to get started. A potential consultant

HOW TO START A CONSULTING BUSINESS
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would need to first come to terms with: who they are; what they want personally, and have an
understanding of what they could contribute to others before determining whether or not his or
her offerings have value. Since consulting as a service is not necessarily a store-front where
clients come in search of, it would make sense that budding consultants would need to establish
a solid nefwork,

in order to seek advice and ultimately find work. Naturally, everything that

one might need to know in order to start a consulting business cannot be covered in this paper
so

I will exclude providing finite details on how to design and accomplish every aspect of the

plan in favor of providing a rough overview of needs.
The big picture

-

Developing a successful consulting business does not happen over-

night; it takes time. Consultants must be willing to take baby steps to sell their services, gain
clients, and grow their business. They also need to differentiate between being a consultant and
being a business owrler of a consulting company. Hochberger (1999) shared the insights that he
had gathered from a successful entrepreneur about the differences in the approach to each - a
business owner would need to be more focused on "marketing, staffing, finding investors"

while a consultant would need to focus on "finding clients". As a consultant, before going in
search of clients one should have a pretty good idea about what one wants to provide and one

should be willing to reinvent skill-sets as needed in order to maintain relevance. In addition, as
part of the baby steps it might make sense to consider working for a consulting firm in order to
learn the ropes prior to taking the individual plunge. Goff (1999) set out to learn from the pros
before committing himself to becoming a consultant - according to his article one of his
advisors (Berkowitz) not only worked for another consulting firm (also recommended by

Hochberger, 1999) in the beginning as a W-2 salaried employee, but he also had the where-

with-all to take official courses to expand his knowledge base in order to maintain relevance

L4
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after 5 years as a consultant. Another one of Goff s advisors recommended having at least 6

months' worth of savings in order to stay financially afloat during periods of inactivity. In
some cases it was deemed advisable to have financial backers or partners in order to reduce

personal risk.

Potential Risk

-

Consultants invariably need support and that support can come from

those closest to them; family and dependents or friends, or

it can come from external financial

partners. Supporters of all tlpes need to have a sense of security about the investment whether

it be emotional or financial or both. As such, consulting businesses need to be structured in
ways to best protect against tax and legal liabilities. Kimmerling (1995) shared that "In the

United States, there are three basic types of business structures: sole proprietorships,
partnerships and corporations" (p.22). While sole proprietorships might be the easiest of all
three structures, they do not insulate the proprietor (the individual) from legal and tax liabilities;
therefore consultants with families could find themselves in positions where their personal
finances are in jeopardy and that may have a negative impact on the very people that they look

to for support. Kimmerling also suggested that partnerships are a little better in that liability can
be shared, but each partner can be negatively impacted by the liabilities incurred by other

partners. "Corporations are legal and taxable entities that exist separately from the individuals
who invest in them" (1995, p.24). S corporations appear to be the best option for consultants
because they avoid double taxation on income but there are rigid guidelines

- they must have

"...fewer than 35 investors. All the shareholders must be U.S. citizens or residents, and the
corporation must be organized in the United States or under federal or state 1a#'(Kimmerling,
1995 ,

p. 24). Most importantly, consultants need to know when to get help. Both Kimmerling

(1995) and Hochberger (1999) agree that enlisting the help of an accountant and an attorney is

HOW TO START A CONSULTING BUSINESS
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vital to success when one does not possess the knowledge needed to be successful in those
professions. Hochberger (1999) put it this way "As important as it is to furd a good lawyer, it's
equally important to find a good accountant

- and to listen to what he or she says" (p. 48). A

consultant shouldnot expectto be suddenly good at all the peripheral requirements of running a
business, particularly when his or her focus needs to be on gathering clients and selling services.

Again, the caution provided to Hochberger, by one of his advisors rings true

- decide which end

of the spectrum to be on: a consultant or a business owner of a consulting firm.
Fledgling consultants should not underestimate the impact of being alone. True, there
are definite pluses to being your own boss and having the

flexibility to do what you want when

you want to do it, but it can be lonely without the daily interaction of people around you, who
are motivated to get things done. Hochberger (1999) actually

left consulting for

a

while to work

with one of his larger clients when he found himself yearning for the camaraderie that they
shared in their

office. By his own admission, he found himself "half wishing that Burnett would

offer me a job." (p. 48). Cohen (1996) also raises the issue of an individual's comfort level with

working alone. Cohen (1996) and Kimmerling (1995, state that other risks that should not be
underestimated are initial funding, not staying abreast of trends and new techniques, resting on

your success too early in the game, and not having enough separation of the business from the
personal life when working from home.

Consulting businesses are not immune to the vagaries of the business environment; some
consulting businesses falter and make necessary cuts in order to survive and many fail.

McMann andHordes (2000) conducted a study in the consulting industry in 1999 and shared:

o

36.5% were considering downsizing

.

22% had already downsized a portion of their staff

L6
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o

455% were exploring alternatives and other nontraditional methods of maintaining
staff capacity

o

l0% were redeploying staff to other service lines

e

25% were not considering downsizing but had experienced a slowdown...(p.

5l)

These aforementioned risks are not intended to be all-inclusive.

Personal Branding, identifying professional competencies and getting started

-

Merely developing and having a personal brand does not guarantee success, it is important to
have the right brand.

Ulrich and Smallwood (2007) convey that the right brand not only

provides information about "your identity and distinctiveness as a leader" but it must also
cofirmunicate "the value you offer" and in general it must align with the type of businesses you
hope to impact (p.

3). A consultant may have the ability to contribute great value to an

organization, but unless the consultant finds meaningful ways to make their personal brand and

offerings known, then the consultant and his or her services will have little value even though
he or she has the ability to excel within his or her

field. Ulrich and Smallwood (2007) shared

that effective branding generates the ability to focus all efforts on initiatives that allows one to

deliver on the brand promise to clients, while Brennan and Mattice (2014) go on to state it
creates 'othe impression of the perceived value" of the consultant and his or her offerings (p. 93).

ln general clients want to feel good about the people they do business with

-

people they

cantrust to come from outside of their organization yet make positive contributions within their
organizations. Bliss and Wildrick (2005) indicate clients also want to partner with consultants
who can provide "original insights on the issues they face" (p. 8), so personal branding is very
important as consultancy is not a one approach fits all endeavor. Personal branding must be
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substantiated by actual knowledg., capabilities and insights that are predictive, prescriptive,

provocative and prudent (Bliss & Wildrick, 2005).
As one explores the option of consulting (as differentiated from other forms of
entrepreneurship like franchising or starting or buying a business), one must first determine the
desired results in the foreseeable

future. One needs to consider the perceptions of others. Ulrich

and Smallwood (2007) recorlmend defining attributes that stretch one's developmental

capabilities in new directions while maintaining an awareness of what remains achievable.
Once a consultant establishes an awareness of the descriptors that accurate reflect who he or she

is, the next steps would be to define an identity then to construct a leadership brand statement
and test

it by asking the right questions through various channels. Brennan and Mattice (2014)

recommend -informal settings, emails, conversations, formal presentations, interviews,
meetings, comments on blogs and interest groups while Ulrich and Smallwood (2007) also

remind consultants to gather feedback over time. Budding consultants should also follow-up on
feedback in a timely manner to establish appreciation and trust and use technology where
applicable to create and build a brand presence (Brennan & Mattice, 2014). Branding goes
beyond the individual to the business; decide on a business name fairly early in the strategic
process and register

it even if you are not yet ready to move forward.

In summary, consultants need to reflect on their abilities, establish a brand that aligns
with their strengths and offerings and sets each apart from competitors in the market, and then
effectively communicate their brand and value proposition to others in order to build a business.
As a reminder, leadership brands are not intended to be static, according to Ulrich and
Smallwood (2007), "it should evolve in response to the different expectations you face at
different times in your career" (p. 5). The aforementioned effort is a worthy exercise to which

18
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the appropriate amount of time should be dedicated because the exercise can help establish the

reputation of the consultant as an expert "on the challenges and opporfunities facing business
leaders" (Bliss & Wildrick, 2005, p.6).

Networking - Consulting businesses cannot be built in a vacuum. Once a personal
brand and a value proposition are established, the person entering the consulting field should
seek to socialize their brand and offerings

in order to create value. It is necessary to build an

effective network not only with those who already know you well and would socialize your
brand, but with those who can influence others to consider you and also with other consulting
businesses in order to learn and obtain referrals. In other words there are several types

of

networks. This literafure review focuses first on networking as defined as making connections
for building exposure and success. Informal insights received during my recent attendance at
classes provided the Right Management Group3 (consultants who serve those in

job-transition)

indicated that nefworking does all of the following:

Builds visibility.

Allows the consultant to reach people indirectly by referral.
Provides for the opportunity to differentiate oneself from others.
Uncovers hidden, non-public opportunities for work.
Provides mutually beneficial relations.

Allows forward thinkers to do what needs to be done in order to progress.
Networking is the new norrn

-

no longer is what you know important the

priority, it is about who you know and who knows you.

3

Right Management classes were offered by external consultants who did not always share their materials therefore all references to content shared from that organization are based on my recollection of class content

and personal notes.
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Even established consultants need to network in order to get more referrals and to build
alliances with other consulting firms. However networking is intended to build "mutual
cooperation and agreement on the direction of a consultancy group" versus alliances which may
be

just a grouping of "sub-contractors coordinated by a central organization" (Lamond, 2000, p.

2l). A budding consultant

who engages in networking in order to gain referals and gather

insights should be clear on the differences outlined directly above in order to avoid, getting

work as a sub-contractor if that is not the original intent, although, the latter could in fact be
very beneficial in terms of gaining experience.
Other researchers have described networking in terms of building social capital. Adler &

Kwon (2002),list several benefits of social capital to include the fact that it "facilitates access to
broader sources of information and improves information's quality, relevance, and timeliness"

G. 29). Other benefits include having access to people who might potentially wield more
influence that you could as a newcomer to the consulting fie1d and it helps build solidarity

(Adler & Kwon,2002). Alder & Kwon also share that: "Building social capital requires
considerable investment in estahlishing and maintaining relationships, and, as with any
expensive investment, social capital investment may not be cost efficient in certain sifuations"

(2002,p.29). The entry-level consultant should therefore conduct sufficient research to
determine where time will be best spent. Even while job-seeking, I found that there was a
suhstantial cost to networking coffees and lunches since I felt obligated to foot the

bill.

In

summary, Friar and Eddleston (2007) said it best by stating that "for entrepreneurs, successful

networking involves the ability to describe succinctly their business concepts to make their
business interesting to others and to concentrate their efforts on meeting people who can help

their companies succeed" (p. 108).

20
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Basic husiness planning

- After gaining an understanding

of the big picture which

includes the potential risks; for consultants who move forward past the stages of self-

exploration, personal brand development and the sharing of their story and intent with others

within their network, the next step in the strategic journey would be to focus on having a strong
business plan in order to properly visualize the whole project and obtain funding, iIS needed, to

launch and support the business during the early days when cash flow will most likely be

sporadic. Right Management Group trainers shared an online template for creating a business
plan with class participants as part of their outplacement servicesa class which I attended in

March. The recommended components were

as follows:

.

Executive Summary

-

Objectives / Mission /Keys to Success / Risks

o

Company Summary

-

Ownership /Start up information / Offerings / Location

o

Offerings Overview

- Description / Competitive Comparison

/ Resources / Future

servlces

t

Market Analysis

- Segmentation / lndustry analysis / Market analysis / Market

survey
a

Marketing and Sales Plan - Target markets with segments / Pricing strategy / Other
strategies as applicable

a

-

a

Operations

a

Management

a

Financials

Service and support I Strategic alliances / Timelines

- Organizational structure / Personnel plan / Other considerations

- Funds required

with detailed explanations

Outplacement services is part of their offerings to organizations for dislocated workers. Right Management has
developed and transitioned more than three million people globally over the last 35 years. See the Manpower
Group website for more information.
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In referencing the above components it seems like the plan is intended to provide the why, how
and when in terms of achieving

profitability and this information serves a two-fold purpose.

First the plan acts as a blueprint for the entrepreneur to follow and second, it provides potential
investors a reason to follow and financially support the entrepreneur. My professional
experience leads me to think that the plan should be realistic and not too optimistic because the
unexpected can occur. In addition, a well-written plan will not make up for poor self-evaluation

of knowledge and capabilities, insufficient funding or misuse of funds, a weak concept or a
great concept in the wrong market or time; a well laid out business plan should allow the

budding consultant the ability to gauge the feasibility of his or her intent. I see the marketing
components are being critical to success because thorough understanding of the market,

potential clients and the competitive landscape leads to the development of strategies to address
each element.

If all good things align

and the business is deemed to be feasible in terms of its

ability to generate sufficient income on a continuous basis, to be profitable and sustainable then
the next steps would be for the consultant to create an action plan to launch the husiness.

There are different ways to market a consulting firm and according to Biech (2003) who
shared:

When consultants think about marketing, often the first thing that comes to mind is a

brochure. Quite honestly many consultants are successful without ever designing

a

brochure. You should be aware that other items send messages to your clients as well.
o'Send"

in this case means in the mail and /or in person. You will want to ensure that all

of your messages, on paper or in person, are consistently professional. (p. 53)
According to Biech (2003) the format of a good marketing plan includes a thorough assessment
of the situation

- the consulting company

as

well

as the

competition; there should be a clear
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strategy for building a potential client base; there should be measurable short term and long
term goals for the business; the right tools should be identified to reach clients and assess

compatibility with the consulting organization; resources should also be identified and all
aforementioned activity should be laid out on an annual calendar.
The question about how to start a consulting business cannot be answered without
gathering insights on how to charge for services rendered. Most new consultants do not charge

appropriately. ln a conversation earlier this year with a colleague who left our place of
employment to start a consulting company I recall being dismayed at his intention to charge

only enough to cover what he made in his former role. By his own admission, clients told him
that his price was too cheap but he felt guilty charging more for a variety of reasons. Craciun

(2013) shared:
When a company (is) preparing to launch a new product or service it is imperative that it
gets the price right the first time and that

(it) is based on useful data from the

marketplace; the value perceptions of the buyers, their willingness to pay, and expected

price elasticity and demand curve. . . . In the consulting field, one of the greatest
variations is in pricing. Pricing is neverjust a number. It is a complete strategy for
harvesting the highest possible profit from the value created for customers. (p. 47)

Right Management Group provided a strategic series of steps to ensure an accurate
understanding of billable days within a given year to be certain all things like national holidays,
vacation, sick time, administrative time, no work time and all expenses were taken into
consideration. The model used during the class session, resulted in charging an average of three
times what one would normally have made as a paid W-2 employee. Craciun (2013) also
shared that based on geographical location and type of business consultants, should partner with

HOW TO START A CONSULTING BUSINESS

clients to determine whether fees should be hourly, daily, weekly or longer, project based or

paid only for results. I think scope of work can also be an issue that should considered and
clarified together with pricing.
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Strategic Action Plan for Starting a Consulting Business

My recent layoff which resulted from the substantial downsizing of
presents an opportunity to develop my

a

major corporation

full potential. I no longer have dependents to care for and

although I am certainly not wealthy or as young as I used to be, I can still accept a certain
amount of risk. My goal is to reinvent myself. I love what Goss, Pascale and Athos (1993) had

to say about reinvention

- "Reinvention

is not changing what is, but creating what

butterfly is not more caterpillar or a better or improved caterpillar;

a

isn't. A

butterfly is a different

creature" (p. 98). Like any company that reinvents itself I too o'must alter the underlying
assumptions and invisible premises on which

(*y)

decisions and actions are based" (Goss,

& Athos, 1993, p. 98).

Pascale

So after years of gaining personal and professional experiences am

I still who I think I

am? What do I really want and what do I really have to offer? My experience is multi-faceted
and one of my most recent networking contacts shared that after reading my resume his first

thought was that I was the type of person who had no idea what they wanted to do. Upon
meeting me however, he was pleasantly surprised. But for others who may not get the

opportunity to get to know me, would I come across as the Jane of all trades? Has my curiosity
to learn and grow back-fired? Am I still an expert in the field of core Grocery Retail? Are my
core values the same?

Getting Started - Personal Branding
Honestly, I do not like assessments, I have taken many of them throughout my
professional career and I cannot think of a single one where my focus was not on what I thought

I should

say versus my gut reaction to the question. It was not done out of fear, but instead

I

think I wanted to score well. Psychologists would say that there aren't any wrong answers, and
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yet they are never available in the end to explain why everyone did not get hired. So I hedged

my bets and in doing do perhaps created that pitfall where at times I questioned who I really

was. I do like the I Opt assessment because it is not

a

personality test. I resonates with me

because the results of my strategic leadership report are actually in line with how I think and

act. For this reason I will use the styles, themes and patterns as a guide while building my plan.
Self - Reflection

-

Brennan and Mattice (2014) shared that this type of reflection:

Will help you identify the tools you have and the areas you

need to improve. It is

something that is an ongoing, life-long process and not something that you do when you
start out, then put

it on the shelf. (p. 93)

Right now I believe that my core values are consistent with when I started to give meaningful
thought to answering that question

- Commitment, Integrity,

Learning and Innovation are the

top four. People tell me that they depend on me for problem solving, driving for results and
inspiring them to do more and grow past where they thought they could go. I see my personal
brand statements as:

1. Lifting others up

2.

Serving those who demand success

After many assessments and self-reflection, I believe that my core purpose is as follows:

.

To apply experience, insight, education, courage and vision to champion new and
innovative possibilities in the development of others, self and businesses.
So how do I bring all of this forward to add value to others by way of being a

consultant? I begin by thinking of the type of companies that align with my values and I think
creatively of ways to enhance their operational processes so that they align with their brand
objectives. Bliss and Wildrick (2005) hypothesize that "most consultants spend too little time
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building their reputations as experts on the challenges and opporfunities facing business
leaders" (p.

6). I amlwas considered an expert in the foodservice field, but the years

spent in

my last organization may have impacted that general perception from others (who remained
employed in the core foodservice field) since my former organization is not known to be a
leader in that space. It therefore makes sense for me to rebuild

*y

credibility in an organization

with a strong reputation for foodservice excellence.
I recently began a new job in the core retail grocery field with an organrzation that is
very small in comparison to my last place of work. This company has an incredible reputation

for service and quality of offerings; particularly in the perishable/foodservice arena. They
aspire to expand their business through innovation and improved operational processes. I am in
a unique

position to leverage my big box expertise, professional background and culinary and

leadership skills to help this company achieve their goals. Not too surprisingly, I have found
that I can draw on much of the learnings from my former role (marketing, operational process
development and implementation, communication, strategic hig-picture thinking) to aid my in
endeavors to drive positive change in my current role.

This new role is the first step of my plan to re-establish my expertise in grocery
foodservice retail as it would allow me learn all about the current trends and challenges to small
business growth and
on what

it would provide the opporhrnity for me to develop a stronger point of view

I can offer, in the fufure, to potential clients

businesses have a desire to

- I would imagine that many other small

grow. Donckels and Lambrecht ( I 997) research results showed that

"entrepreneurs with least experience in running the business

will enlist the services of external

consultants significantly more frequently (and) they are approximately

7l percent more likely to
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consult at least two different consultants" they also rank "growth-oriented small businesses" to
do the same at 68.3o/o (p. 2 1).

Value Assessment

- knowing what I have to offer

I need to determine what I have to offer clients. Banai and Tulimieri (2013) describe

a

business consultant as "a professional who helps orgaflizations improve their performance,

primarily through the thorough analysis of existing business problems and development of plans
for improvement" (p. 887). I have over 17 years of experience in my field to include in-depth
functional knowledge of the following:

.

Culinary expertise (practical know-how and the ability to design training curriculums
and train.

.

Entrepreneurial experience, having once owned and operated catering businesses in two
states.

o

Team leadership experience and a proven track record of successful cross-functional
team influence, engagement and development.

.

Academic knowledge

- Degrees

in the three appropriate disciplines for the type of

consulting work that I would like to do.

o

Operations sawy

- the ability to analyze issues to determine root cause then create

sustainable solutions within established guidelines through the development

of

innovative best practices, job aids, practical routines for execution and improved

productivity, customer-centric schedules, knowledge management and working with
organizations to use available resources and knowledge to build capabilities.

.

Effective communication skills

-

ability to engage with stakeholders to gain buy-in, and

with my peers and downwards across an organizatron by tailoring my message to suit
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my audience and providing timely updates so that others know what they need to know
when they need to know it in order to do their jobs. The ability to listen well which

would mitigate the risk of attempting to solve for a client problem that does not exist.
Banai and Tulimieri (2013) stated "listening is part of the exchange mechanism in

communication, and it is by far the single most difficult of the communication skills to
master, but

it is precisely this skill which is an indispensable attribute of an effective

consultant" (p. 888).

r

Industry knowledge

.

Merchandising and marketing sawy

- I stay current on trends at both micro and macro levels.
-

I know how to position merchandise in ways that

resonate with customers and how to use multi-channels to reach the right audience.

.

Financial acumen

- I can use data, analysis and trends to develop strategies for moving

forward and I know which metrics are most important to measure success of initiatives.
However, according to Banai and Tulimieri (2013) I also need to learn how to do more
"complex mathematical modeling involving chaos theory and beyond" particularly since
they see these skills as being essential "to fully understand the problem, its impact and
scope" (p.889). I would seek to distinguish my competency and increase my overall

credibility.
Naturally, the above is just a start. My recent job search highlighted the need for me to
seek certification

in Six Sigma disciplines

as

well

as Project Management.

I have joined the

PMP Association (Project Management Professionals) as well as ILA (International Leadership
Association) and I am currently a member of the IAPP (lnternational Association of Privacy
Professionals). I intend to maintain these and add then actively participate in other professional
networks within the coming years. Lr the near term, I

will establish a consistent brand message
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via social media outlets like Linkedin, and through the creation of my own personal
professional website. I do not plan on being the sole source of advertising for my business nor
do I intend to move forward with the lone wolf approach; instead I intend to build my
professional network in order to reap the benefits of word-of-mouth referrals and feedback from
others.

Networking

I consider myself to be a selectively social introvert,

so

I am probably well suited for

working alone as a consultant, but being an introvert also means that networking will take

a

deliberate effort on my part. My cultural heritage also does little to support the tooting of my
own horn, but I understand the value of expanding my network to move even beyond the
boundaries of my desired professional activity. I have met many colleagues in the Retail
business in the last

l5 plus

years to include persons with professional networks that are far more

extensive than mine. In the next few years, ffiy intent is to stay connected with those who can
help me remain connected with others in the marketplace. I

will

share updates on projects,

gather insights about what they are working on and discuss trends. I will become a much more
active participant in online professional groups and in time I hope to write articles for the
purpose of sharing my point of view on topics that affect my industry.

Making connections is just

as

important outside of the professional realm, I would tap

into the network provided by friendships and family while maintaining an awareness of those
who can truly help in my business endeavor. Family is important to me and since my future
decisions will have a direct impact on them, I

will

seek to gauge their level

possibility of my becoming an entrepreneur in the foreseeable future.

of support for the
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Creating Business and Marketing plans
Part of the strategic process of leadership in the traditional sense would be to discover,
define, plan, execute and measure as defined by Werbach (2009) in the literature review. But
the rate of change in business today is extremely rapid and strategy is a process. I believe that

it

is too soon to create business and marketing plans. I first need to re-establish myself in the

Grocery Retail world in my present company where I would seek to have some major wins

within the next l8 months. Ideally, I would seek to provide assistance to small businesses but
more research is needed on the ability of small businesses to pay what I would require to sustain

myself and family. A well-crafted business plan created within the next 24 months would
determine the feasibility of this venture.

If I move forward, I would certainlyuse

the template

provided by Right Management Group as the basis for my plan to include a thorough market
study, marketing plan and sales plan. At a high level, I would seek to take advantage

of

opportunities that might exist in a few years while maintaining an awareness of new threats.
Simple things to schedule in the next year would include creating a calendar to keep me
on track to engage in all of the pre-work needed, leading up to the business plan formation.

Saving more capital would be a major consideration since new consultants should not expect to
make much money in the formative years. In addition, potential investors would want to see my

level of dedication to making this dream into a reality and I will therefore do all of the necessary
pre-work in order to satisSz their requirements. I will have a well-crafted business plan to
include the following:

.

Vision / Mission and Values Statement

.

An executive summary

HOW TO START A CONSULTING BUSINESS

I

Business Description in detail to include a description of the services that I intend to

provide
t

Marketing Plan to include a market study (feasibility study), strategy and size of market

a

Sales strategy and action plan with forecasts

a

Financial Plan - Capital requirements, sources, forecasts of needs

a

Management and organizational information which would basically include just me at
the onset

-

office space, equipment, materials and suppliers

a

Operations plan

a

Legal considerations

-

the type of corporation I intend to start
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Conclusions
The specifics on how an individual can take the necessary steps to start a successful
business has no doubt been considered by many throughout the passage of time, particularly in
recent times where working for various organizations have perhaps not borne the type of

imagined by some, including

fruit

myself. The dual purpose of the research paper was to demystify

the initial steps, at least in part, by understanding what other researchers found to be beneficial

in starting a consulting business and to explore options for using the knowledge gained to create
a personal action plan

within the confines of using the strategic theory of leadership as a guide.

The research showed that starting a consulting business can be done successfully; but it
is not an easy endeavor with guaranteed profitable and sustainable results.

A strong positive

correlation exists between in-depth planning and the ability to be successful. Planning is a
strategic process that needs to evolve with the situations faced. I am now employed with a
company where I hope to learn and continue to grow. Meanwhile, I will begin to put strategic
plans in place to eventually start consulting preferably with a larger consulting firm before

taking the plunge to go it alone.
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